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Mental Illness in the Workplace: The Employer Perspective
Sarah Wiese
University of Minnesota 
BACKGROUND
RESEARCH QUESTION
How do employers handle the topic of 
mental illness?
Measures:1. Employer Experience 2. Employer 
Discussion/Concerns  3. Organization policies
INTERVIEWS
14 one-on-one interviews approximately 30 minutes each
RESULTS
Employer mental health stigmas are still 
present in today’s workplace
Comparison to physical (instead of mental) disability 
accommodations
CONCLUSIONS
 Employer concerns and discussion related to 
organization’s exposure to health-related topics
 Larger organizations  more formal policies on 
mental illness or accommodations than smaller 
organizations
 Managers and supervisors most commonly relate the 
topic of disabilities and accommodations to physical 
ailments. This comparison hints at the extent to which the 
stigma of mental illness is more apparent than physical 
illness within our work and professional lives
Increasing rate of mental illness diagnoses
1 in 4 adults or approximately 57.7 Americans experience a 
mental illness in a given year
Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 provides workers with 
a fully disclosed mental illness reasonable accommodations 
and prevents workplace discrimination
Disadvantages associated with mental Illnesses have 
been found to reach beyond the symptoms of their 
psychiatric disorders. The stigmatization of mental illnesses 
can lead to economic and social disparities, specifically 
within the workplace. Discreditable discrimination and 
labeling theories point to negative consequences 
employees may experience due to the way their 
employers perceive and handle the topic of mental illness.
Fear of disclosing health diagnosis  limited 
access to resources & accommodations
MENTAL ILLNESS TODAY
Twin Cities Metro Area
Currently employed- hiring capabilities/Human Resources
Convenience sampling primarily used 
To your knowledge, has your organization ever 
hired individuals with a fully disclosed mental 
illness before?
Approximately half of employers responded “Yes”.
all rated this experience as positive.
Answering “No”
“No. it’s just not real, it’s not real out in the open.” 
Experience
Discussion & Concerns
Is mental illness something discussed openly 
between employer and employees or between 
fellow workers? How?
Health related/Non-Profit
“A lot of our staff have their masters in social work and so 
it’s fairly common that they will talk about their mental 
health conditions that they could be dealing with 
themselves. So yeah it’s a fairly common conversation 
around here.” 
Business/Consulting
“ No. Not even, no. Not at all. I mean, not at all might be a 
little strong, but yeah pretty close.”
Organization Policies
Is there anything you can share about your organization’s 
current policies for accommodating those with a mental 
illness?
Small organization
“Ah I don’t know! We’re so small. In super big 
corporations, I’m sure they have sure big detailed things 
for all of this because they have employment attorneys, 
an HR department, we don’t have an HR department.”
Larger organization
“We have a reasonable accommodation policy so if an 
accommodation is requested we have a process for and 
making sure that it is something reasonable and 
something we can do.”
“Where we really get into accommodations is the 
physical conditions. Because you know especially in 
hiring, often you don’t know the mental condition 
when you are hiring the person” 
“Sometimes the physical accommodations are a 
little bit easier for people to label and say, I need a 
ramp, ya know? Or I need braille. Because I think 
that it can be hard for people and counselors to 
label what it is that they need”
Invisible illness
Ambiguity and uncertainty
Difficulty to discuss 
accommodations & resources
